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The battle opened with an attack on the village of Borodino,
which was captured by the French. A fierce battle raged around the
"Bagration fleches," which were furiously defended. The fleches changed
hands several times and were strewn with dead men and horses;
A French general who took part in this engagement relates,that th^
French charged the "Bagration fleches" eight times and were thrown
back each time, leaving piles of corpses at the approaches. "Bagra-
tion's troops, reinforced constantly by new arrivals, advanced with
wonderful valour over the bodies of the fallen to regain the lost posi-
tions. Before our eyes the Russian columns moved at the command
of their leaders in serried ranks of glittering steel and fire. On open
terrain they suffered terrible losses from our case shot and our cavalry
and infantry charges. But these brave warriors, making a supreme exer-
tion, still went on attacking."

At a critical moment, while over 400 French guns were pounding
away at the left wing of the Russian front, Kutuzov sent reinforcements
to Bagration. The Russians had about 300 guns, which made a total
of some 700 thundering away within, an area of a single square kilo-
metre. The bravery of the Russian artillerymen amazed the French.
One of the participants in the battle states in his memoirs: "The Rus-
sian gunners were faithful to their duty. They took redoubts, they pro-
tected the guns with their bodies and did not surrender them. Often
a gunner wounded in one hand would continue firing with the other."
The sky was hidden by a dark pall of powder smoke lightened
up by red flashes of grenades. The village of Semyonovskaya had
been set on fire from all sides and was. blazing. Napoleon threw
fresh reserves into battle. Bagration counter attacked. A participant
in the fighting relates: "The charge was horrible. ... A frightful
carnage ensued in which superhuman bravery was displayed on
both sides. . . . Although the enemy had superior numbers the
Russians showed up well until an accident changed the entire
situation."

During this engagement Bagration was mortally wounded. He made
an effort to get up but dropped down and the soldiers carried their
heroic commander off the battlefield. He fought back excruciating pain
as he gave his last orders. His last words before losing consciousness
were: "How are my men?" The answer was, "Sticking fast."

The brave Dokhturov took over command. He succeeded in check-
ing the confusion that had broken out among the troops when they
heard that Bagration had been mortally wounded. "Die if we must,
but not one step back!" he commanded. Nonetheless the left flank of
the Russian front was borne down, and the French took the "Bagra-
tion fleches,"

Napoleon then turned his guns on Rayevsky's battery in the
, Almost all the defenders of the "battery peristed in the fierce?